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WAS  ABRAHAxM  LINCOLN  A CATHOLIC  IN  YOUTH?  A 
STATEMENT  BY  ARCHBISHOP  IRELAND.  HISTORY 
OF  THE  STORY.  WHERE  IT  ORIGINATED.  „ L 


Mention  was  made  in  The  Researches  for  January  that  Rev. 
John  W.  Moore,  C.M.,  of  Germantown,  Philadelphia,  in  an  address 
on  Washington’s  Birthday  stated  that  he  had  been  told  by  Father 
James  McGill,  C.M.,  of  Germantown  and  also  by  Father  Thomas  J. 
Smith,  C.M.,  of  PeriA’ville,  that  Father  St.  Cyr,  the  founder  of  the 
Faith  in  Chicago  who  had  been  a missionary  in  Illinois,  that  Lincoln 
was  in  youth  a Catholic;  that  he  had,  when  a boy,  served  his  Mass 
celebrated  in  the  home  of  Lincoln’s  father.  The  Researches 
herewith  presents  Archbishop  Ireland’s  account  of  what  Father  St. 
C}^r  related: 

My  Dear  Mr.  Griffin: 

I notice  by  the  late  number  of  The  Researches  that  the  ques- 
tion is  again  raised,  “Was  Abraham  Lincoln  a Catholic?’’  You 
report  Rev.  John  W.  Moore,  C.M.  as  affirming  on  the  authority  of 
the  pioneer  missionarv'  of  Southern  Illinois,  Rev.  J.  M.  J.  St.  Cyr, 
that  Abraham  Lincoln  was,  at  one  period  of  his  life,  a Catholic; 
and  in  rebuttal  of  Father  Moore’s  statement  you  publish  a letter 
from  an  intimate  acquaintance  of  Mr.  Lincoln,  Miss  Ida  M.  Tarbell, 
to  the  effect  that  Mr.  Lincoln  was  never  a Catholic.  Miss  Tarbell 
writes:  “His  father,  Thomas  Lincoln  was  a Baptist  according  to 
the  best  authorities,  and  Lincoln  attended  the  church  of  that  denom- 
ination in  his  early  days  in  Indiana.  In  Springfield  he  attended  the 
Presb>Terian  Church,  although  he  was  never  a member  of  any 
denomination . ’ ’ 

I happen  to  be  able  to  furnish  a slight  contribution  to  the  discus- 
sion, by  repeating,  beyond  peril  of  mistake,  what  the  old  missionary. 
Father  St.  Cyr,  was  wont  actually  to  say  touching  Catholicity  in 
the  Lincoln  household. 

Father  St.  Cyr  was  a priest  of  the  Diocese  of  St.  Louis,  from 
which  in  early  days  the  scattered  Catholics  of  Southern  Illinois  re- 
ceived ministerial  attention.  He  was  a remarkable  man,  intelligent 
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to  a very  high  degree,  most  zealous  in  work,  most  holy  in  life.  I 
knew  him  when  in  his  later  years  he  was  chaplain  to  the  Sisters  of 
St.  Joseph,  of  Carondelet.  He  held  in  vivid  recollection  the  story 
of  the  Church  in  olden  times  through  Missouri  and  Illinois.  It  was 
a delight  and  a means  of  most  valuable  information  to  sit  by  and 
converse  with  him.  In  1866,  he  spent  a month  visiting  me  in  St. 
Paul.  Here  is  his  statement,  as  I then  took  it  down  in  writing,  re- 
garding the  Lincoln  famity.  “I  visited  several  times  the  Lincolns 
in  their  home  in  Southern  Illinois.  The  father  and  the  stepmother 
of  Abraham  Lincoln  both  were  Catholics.  How  they  had  become 
Catholics,  I do  not  know.  They  were  not  well  instructed  in  their 
religion;  but  they  were  strong  and  sincere  in  their  profession  of  it. 
I said  mass  repeatedly  in  their  house.  Abraham  was  not  a Catholic ; 
he  never  had  been  one,  and  he  never  led  me  to  believe  that  he  would 
become  one.  At  the  time,  Abraham  was  twenty  years  old  or  there- 
abouts, a thin,  tall  young  fellow,  kind  and  good  natured.  He  used 
to  assist  me  in  preparing  the  altar  for  mass.  Once  he  made  me  a 
present  of  a half  dozen  of  chairs.  He  had  made  those  chairs  with 
his  own  hands,  expressly  for  me ; they  were  simple  in  form  and  fashion 
as  chairs  used  in  country  places  then  would  be.” 

Those  are  Father  St.  Cyr’s  words.  If  Father  St.  Cyr  is  again 
referred  to,  let  him  be  quoted  for  what  he  was  wont  to  say — neither 
more  nor  less. 

What  reliance  is  to  be  put  on  the  statement,  as  made  to  me  by 
Father  St.  Cyr  and  now  repeated  by  me,  the  reader  will  decide  as 
he  thinks  best.  For  my  part,  I cannot  allow  myself  to  doubt  its 
absolute  correctness. 

Is  not  the  supposition  permissible,  that  the  second  wife  of  Thom- 
as Lincoln,  a Kentuckian,  if  not  a Catholic  from  the  first,  brought 
with  her  to  the  WTst  tendencies  which  afterwards  led  her  to  become  a 
Catholic,  and  that  she  drew  her  husband  into  the  fold,  without  being 
able  to  influence  her  step-son,  Abraham?  And  is  not  this  other 
supposition  equally  permissible,  in  view  of  the  religious  conditions 
at  the  time  in  Southern  Illinois,  that  Thomas  Lincoln  and  his  wife 
had  been  known  to  Father  Cyr  as  Catholics  without  being  afterwards 
known  as  such  to  other  priests,  or  at  least  without  being  ever  reported 
as  such  by  others,  or  even  that  they  were  remembered  by  some 
persons  as  attending  afterwards  now  and  then  non-Catholic  churches. 
Retiring  from  his  labors  in  Illinois,  Father  Cyr  returned  to  Missouri,. 
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and  lost  sight  of  the  people  whom  he  had  been  attending  in  Illinois, 
among  them  the  Lincoln  family.  When  he  spoke  with  me  he  was 
not  able  to  say  whether  the  parents  of  Abraham  persevered  or  not 
until  death  in  the  Catholic  faith. 


St.  Paul,  April  2,  1905. 

The  investigations  of  The  Researches  show  that  the  story 
of  Lincoln  having  been  in  youth  a Catholic  first  appeared  in  an  article 
by  Mons.  J.  E.  Martin  in  The  Monde,  of  Paris,  France,  April  26,  1869, 
in  relating  the  death  of  Bishop  of  Detroit,  Mons.  Martin  wrote : 

‘ ‘We  come  to  speak  of  political  events  and  of  the  assassination  of 
President  Lincoln  and  we  were  not  little  surprised  to  hear  Mgr. 
Lefevre  say  with  sadness,  ‘Ah!  Poor  Lincoln,  if  he  had  remembered 
my  advice  his  end  would  not  have  been  so  deplorable.  Why  did 
he  not  remain  at  home  on  Good  Friday,  and  why  did  he  not  continue 
to  say  his  beads?’  ” 

“His  beads?”  we  answered,  “but  Lincoln  was  not  a Catholic.” 

“He  was  not  so  latterly,  you  say  rightly — ^he  had  become  an 
infidel.  But  in  his  youth  he  was  baptized  a Catholic  by  a missionary 
of  Illinois  and  I myself  have  heard  his  confession  many  times. 
I frequently  celebrated  Holy  Mass  in  the  house  of  his  parents.  Later 
in  life  he  aspired  to  honors.  He  married  a woman  who  belonged  to 
the  Presbyterian  sect,  and  became  connected  with  the  Freemasons. 
We  felt  it  a duty,  under  these  circumstances,  to  break  off  all  relations 
with  him.” 

“We  confess,”  adds  M.  Martin,  “that  we  did  not  at  all  expect 
his  revelation,  the  authenticity  of  which  we  guarantee  upon  the 
testimony  of  Mgr.  Lefevre,  and  Americans  need  not  have  the  least 
doubt  that  they  have  nominated  a Catholic  for  President.  But 
Lincoln  did  as  many  others  have  done;  he  abandoned  a religion 
which  he  had  freely  embraced  after  a serious  examination  and  to 
arrive  at  fortune  and  position  and  became  an  apostate  and  an 


As  far  as  discovery^  has  shown  The  Tablet  of  Nhw  York  was  the 
first  paper  in  this  country  to  repeat  the  statement  of  Mr.  Martin. 


infidel.” 
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It  was  objected  to  as  “doubtful”  by  a correspondent  “A  Catholic,” 
in  the  issue  for  July  24,  1869.  He  also  declared  that  Lincoln  was 
not  a Freemason.  To  this  Mr.  Martin  replied  under  date  of  Paris, 
France,  August  8,  1869,  saying; 

“ ‘A  Catholic’  doubts  Mr.  Martin’s  statement;  that  is  his  busi- 
ness, but  he  does  not  give  any  reasons  for  his  doubts.  What  I have 
said  in  The  Monde  I say  again,  and  affirm  upon  my  honor  and  con- 
science, that  I have  had  a conversation  with  Mgr.  Lefevre,  the  late 
Bishop  of  Detroit,  in  the  month  of  July,  1865,  and  that  the  venerable 
and  lamented  prelate  told  me  that,  during  his  mission  life  in  Illinois, 
he  had  many  times  heard  the  confession  of  young  Abe  Lincoln,  who 
was  then  a Catholic.  If  the  fact  was  not  known  in  America  it  is  no 
less  true  on  that  account.” 

“A  Catholic,”  says  positively  that  “Lincoln  was  not  a Freemason” 
and  his  assertion  is  based  on  the  affirmation  of  another  Mason. 
Then  I acknowledge  he  knows  more  about  this  matter  than  I do. 

In  my  paragraph  there  was  a lapsus  calami,  the  Bishop  of  Detroit 
did  not  say  that  Lincoln  was  a Freemason,  but  that  he  joined  the 
secret  societies.  Is  it  not  a fact?  etc. 

On  July  24,  1869,  The  Catholic  Advocate,  of  Louisville,  Ky., 
reprinted  Mr.  Martin’s  account  with  the  introduction  “We  find  the 
following  information  in  reference  to  the  deceased  President  Lin- 
coln in  one  of  our  foreign  exchanges.  Our  readers  will  form  their 
own  opinion  of  the  subject  matter.” 

It  headed  the  matter : ‘ ‘ President  Lincoln  Once  a Catholic.” 

On  September  nth,  it  reprinted  Mr.  Martin’s  letter  to  The 
Tablet,  under  the  head:  “Was  Lincoln  a Catholic?” 

Thus  we  have  two — a Bishop  and  a Priest — for  authority. 
Bishop  Lefevre  that  Lincoln  was  a Catholic  and  that  he  had 
often  heard  his  confession. 

Then  Father  St.  Cyr’s  statement  as  taken  down  in  1866  that  the 
father  and  mother  of  Lincoln  were  Catholics— that  Lincoln  was 
not,  but  had  often  prepared  the  altar  in  his  father’s  home  for  Mass. 

The  Catholic  Standard  and  Times  of  Philadelphia  revived  the 
story  this  year  by  reporting  the  statement  made  by  Father  Moore 
on  Washington’s  Birthday.  In  its  issue  of  March  nth,  it  relates 
its  further  investigation  of  the  subject  by  interviewing  Very  Rev. 
James  McGill  who  told  Father  Moore  of  the  statement  of  Father 
St.  Cyr.  It  relates: 
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LINCOLN’S  EARLY  FAITH 


STATEMENT  THAT  THE  GREAT  EMANCIPATOR  WAS  ONCE  A CATHOLIC 
OPENS  UP  AN  INTERESTING  DISCUSSION. 


The  statement  that  Lincoln  was  at  one  time  a Catholic,  which 
was  made  at  the  exercises  in  honor  of  his  birthday  at  the  Immaculate 
Conception  parish  school,  Germantown,  by  the  rector.  Rev.  John 
W.  Moore,  C.M.,  and  published  in  The  Catholic  Standard  and  Times 
two  weeks  ago,  has  attracted  widespread  attention  and  has  apparently 
opened  a discussion  which,  if  it  does  not  produce  proof  of  the  state- 
ment will  at  least  cause  research  into  the  early  life  of  the  great  Civil 
War  President. 

Very  Rev.  James  McGill,  V.C.M.,  provincial,  who  was  Father 
Moore’s  informant,  was  seen  at  St.  Vincent’s  Seminary,  Germantown, 
by  a representative  of  The  Catholic  Standard  and  Times,  to  whom 
he  gave  what  information  he  possessed  on  the  subject.  His  recol-’ 
lection  of  the  matter  is  that  Very  Rev.  Thomas  J.  Smith,  V.C.M., 
of  the  Western  province  of  the  Vincentians;  Father  McCarthy,  at 
one  time  superior  at  Emmitsburg  and  then  procurator  at  old  St. 
Mary’s  Seminaiy^  had  a talk  about  Lincoln  many  years  ago.  It 
was  said  that  Father  Rowe,  of  La  Salle,  111.,  had  baptized  him  when 
abroad  on  a mission,  the  missionar^-’s  territory  covering  several 
hundred  miles.  It  was  agreed  in  the  course  of  conversation  to  see 
Rev.  J.  M.  J.  St.  Cyr,  who  was  the  first  priest  who  laid  the  founda- 
tion of  anything  like  a church  in  Chicago,  and  at  the  time  of  the  inter- 
view was  in  his  old  age  and  partially  blind,  residing  at  Carondelet, 
Mo.  Fathers  Smith  and  McGill  called  upon  him  and  put  the  ques- 
tion to  him  regarding  Lincoln’s  alleged  Catholicity,  telling  him  that 
they  understood  he  knew  something  certain  regarding  it.  He  then 
stated  that  he  had  said  Mass  from  time  to  time  at  the  house  of 
Lincoln’s  father,  and  that  both  husband  and  wife  were  Catholics 
and  that  their  son  Abraham  assisted  at  the  Masses.  He,  however, 
never  knew  of  him  receiving  First  Holy  Communion,  but  that  he 
was  then  a Catholic,  as  were  the  rest  of  the  family. 

Inquiries  made  by  The  Catholic  Standard  and  Times  from  Very 
Rev.  Thomas  A.  Shaw,  C.M.,  now  at  La  Salle,  111.,  as  to  baptismal 
records  brought  forth  a reply  in  which  he  says  that  he  fails  to  find 
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even  a probability  of  the  great  emancipator’s  Catholic  baptism  unless 
his  first  school  teacher,  a Catholic,  baptized  him  privately. 

Father  Blasius  Raho,  C.M.,  and  Father  Aloysius  Parodi,  C.M., 
were  sent  by  Bishop  Timon,  the  Visitor  from  historic  Barrens,  St. 
Mary’s  Seminary,  Mo.,  in  March,  1838.  The  La  Salle  mission  ter- 
ritory took  in  what  is  now  the  Peoria  diocese,  including  Sangamon 
county,  where  Springfield,  the  capital  is.  No  doubt  they  often  met 
the  future  President,  but  the  baptismal  records  from  1838  to  1843, 
which  Father  Shaw  consulted,  do  not  contain  Abraham  Lincoln’s 
name.  Indeed,  “Honest  Abe”  was  then  heart  and  soul  in  politics. 
Zacharias  Riney  was  Lincoln’s  Catholic  teacher,  and  he  had  several 
Catholic  schoolmates,  including  one  named  Gallagher,  to  whom 
he  was  closely  attached.  Lincoln’s  biographers  make  his  people 
on  both  sides  Baptists,  and  one  of  them  makes  his  mother  teach  him 
Bible  lore  at  her  knee,  when  he  was  seven  years  old  and  resided  in 
Flarlin  county,  Ky.  In  1816  the  whole  family  moved  to  Spencer 
county,  Indiana,  and  Bishop  Flaget  or  Fathers  Oliver  or  Nerinck 
probably  crossed  his  path  and  may  have  baptized  him,  but  one 
biographer  says  that  Tom  and  Nancy  Lincoln  were  steeped  full  of 
Jesse  Head’s  (Baptist  minister)  notions.  In  1830  the  whole  Lincoln 
family  moved  to  Illinois.  The  intercourse  of  Abraham  with  Catholics 
from  his  early  days  no  doubt  made  him  very  liberal. 

A distinguished  churchman  referring  to  the  article  in  The  Catholic 
Standard  and  Times  says  that  Abraham  Lincoln  could  not  have  served 
Father  St.  Cyr’s  Mass  when  a boy  of  ten  to  thirteen  years,  and  quotes 
these  dates  to  sustain  his  argument : 

IJncoln  born  in  Kentucky  in  1809. 

Moved  to  Indiana  1816. 

Moved  to  Illinois  1830. 

Lincoln  was  therefore  twenty-one  years  of  age  when  he  moved 
to  Illinois. 

Father  vSt.  Cyr  born  in  France  1803. 

Ordained  priest  in  St.  Louis  1833. 

Lincoln  was  therefore  twenty-four  years  of  age  when  Father 
St.  Cyr  was  ordained. 

Father  St.  Cyr  after  his  ordination  was  sent  to  Chicago,  where 
he  remained  on  the  mission  until  1837,  when  he  got  charge  of  Kas- 
kasia,  Illinois,  where  he  remained  until  1843  or  1844,  when  he  was 
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called  back  to  the  St.  Louis  diocese.  If  Father  St.  Cyr  met  the  Lin- 
colns it  must  have  been  in  or  around  Chicago  1833-1837,  which 
correspond  with  the  years  24-28  of  Lincoln’s  life;  or  in  or  around 
Kaskasia,  1837-1843,  which  corresponds  with  Lincoln’s  age,  28-34. 
Father  St.  Cyr  died  February  21,  1883,  at  Nazareth  convent,  the 
novitiate  of  the  Sisters  of  St.  Joseph,  about  four  nules  from  the 
mother  house  at  Carondelet. 

It  would  seem  from  this  that  if  Lincoln  served  Father  St.  Cyr’s 
Mass  it  must  have  been  when  the  future  President  was  twenty-four 
years  of  age  at  least,  or  else  the  word  “assisted,”  which  is  used  to 
denote  presence  as  a worshiper  at  Mass,  has  been  interpreted  to  mean 
“served.”  However,  the  discussion  has  brought  out  interesting 
facts  in  the  history  of  the  Church  and  may  yet  be  productive  of  docu- 
mentary- evidence  on  the  point  in  issue. 

Lincoln  may  have  been  a Cathohc  as  some  of  our  esteemed  con- 
temporaries assert,  but  we  wish  they  woiddn’t  assert  it  so  vigorously 
imtil  they  present  better  evidence  than  “somebody  told  somebody 
else,  who  told  somebody  else,  etc.”  We  only  make  ourselves  ridicu- 
lous by  claiming  eA^ery'thing  in  sight. — Sacred  Heart  Review,  March 
4.  1905- 

This  is  a tale  which  will  need  a great  deal  of  verification.  Lin- 
coln’s religion  has  been  so  mooted  a question  that  we  are  prepared 
to  hear  eventually  that  he  was  a Buddhist.  For  the  present  we  prefer 
to  take  the  opinion  of  Don  Piatt,  who  knew  Lincoln  intimately  for 
many  years.  Don  Piatt  died  a Catholic  himself  and  lived  indiffer- 
ently a Catholic.  He  says  that  Lincoln  was  an  agnostic  and  may 
have  been  an  atheist.  The  great  President  had  no  realizing  belief 
in  the  existence  of  God. — Catholic  Citizen,  Milwaukee,  March  4th. 

The  Researches  presents  all  the  testimony.  It  would  then 
seem  that  Bishop  Lefevre  and  Father  St.  Cyr  must  have  mistaken 
some  other  Lincoln  for  Abraham  Lincoln  who  became  President. 
That  they  made  the  r espective  statements  is  well  sustained,  especially 
that  of  Father  St.  Cyr  which  was  taken  down  in  writing  when  made 
by  a yet  living  witness  and  recorder  of  the  testimony — Archbishop 
Ireland. 

The  case  is  closed. 
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JOHN  BARRY  AND  NOT  PAUL  JONES  THE  FOUNDER  OF 
THE  AMERICAN  NAVY. 


ON  ST.  PATRICK’S  DAY  THIS  LETTER  APPEARED  IN  THE  PUBLIC  LEDGER 

OF  PHILADELPHIA. 


To  the  Editor  of  the  Public  Ledger: 

In  the  article  relating  to  John  Paul  Jones  in  to-day’s  Public 
Ledger,  he  is  called  “the  founder  of  the  American  Navy.”  Taking 
the  Public  Ledger  account  of  Jones  and  testing  its  statement  by  a 
relation  of  other  facts,  how  can  he  be  called  rightly  “the  founder 
of  the  American  Navy,”  even  considering  the  navy  of  the  Revolution 
as  the  beginning  of  the  American  Navy?  You  say  Jones  was  ap- 
pointed to  the  Alfred  as  lieutenant,  and  that  his  commission  was 
given  him  December  22  in  Independence  Hall,  by  President  Hancock, 
who,  although  Jones  was  sixth  on  the  list,  ordered  Lieutenant  Jones 
to  take  charge  of  the  Alfred  pro  tern.  Now  the  facts  are  that  the 
Alfred  was  the  ship  Black  Prince,  commanded  by  Captain  John  Barry, 
who  had  sailed  her  to  London  early  in  January,  1775,  but  learning  of 
the  disturbed  state  of  affairs,  sailed  in  September  for  Philadelphia 
and  brought  the  Black  Prince  here  on  October  13,  when  she  was 
at  once  sold  to  the  Marine  Committee  of  Congress  and  renamed  the 
Alfred,  in  honor  of  Alfred  the  Great,  the  founder  of  the  English 
navy.  On  December  22  Esek  Hopkins,  of  Rhode  Island,  was 
appointed  her  commander  and  Jones  commissioned  lieutenant. 

No  such  scene  took  place  at  Independence  Hall  as  President 
Hancock  handing  Jones  his  commission. 

QUESTION  OF  PRIORITY. 

Plopkins  was  the  commander  of  the  fleet  which  sailed  to  New 
Providence,  in  the  Bahamas,  and  on  St.  Patrick’s  Day,  1776,  cap- 
tured the  place  and  took  its  Governor  as  hostage,  and  captured 
arms,  ammunition  and  stores,  which  he  brc)Ught  to  New  London. 
Jones  went  along  as  Lieutenant. 

On  October  13,  1775,  the  very  day  Captain  Barry  brought  the 
Black  Prince  to  Philadelphia,  Congress  resolved  to  fit  out  two  armored 
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